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THE MORALITY OF MISOGNY: THE CASE OF RUSTICO
FILIPPI, VITUPERATORE OF WOMEN

Fabian Alfie
University of Arizona

At the outset of his influential study on Rabelais, Mikhail Bakhtin
makes an interesting observation. The scholar dedicates several
pages to detail how the French author’s critical reception changed
over time. Bakhtin illustrates how the attempt to comprehend an
author can frequently be stymied by the cultural changes that occur
across the centuries. As scholars analyze writers of earlier periods,
the investigation of the cultural and textual background can
become increasingly difficult.
Although Bakhtin’s study is specific to the works of
Rabelais, many of his findings can be applied to the Italian comic
writers of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Eschewing the
critical embarrassment of previous generations, Bakhtin openly
discusses Rabelais’s references to urination, defecation, sexuality,
and over-consumption, asserting that such corporeal language,
which he labels as “carnivalesque,” had developed within a
particular cultural context in European society. The scholar also
remarks that insults and degradation form a component part of
“carnivalesque” literature because they symbolize the destruction
of the body. For as long as the “carnivalesque” subculture
remained vital, he asserts, the general readership intuitively
understood Rabelais’s precise literary aims.1 During the sixteenth
1
Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trs. Hélèna Iswolski (Bloomington,
Indiana UP, 1984), 3-20,59-62, 64, 165.
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century, Rabelais’s works were highly acclaimed, but as the
centuries passed, and as the culture changed, they were viewed
with increasing disdain. As Bakhtin’s study clearly shows, the
understanding of a writer’s cultural context can radically alter the
scholarly perception of her or his works, and as that context
becomes lost over time, such texts may appear incomprehensible.2
The critical history of the Florentine poet, Rustico Filippi
(c. 1230-1240—c. 1295-1299) provides another excellent example
of the loss of a cultural context and the subsequent critical
confusion that can ensue. Of the fifty-nine extant sonnets in
Filippi’s corpus, twenty-nine sonnets, just under half, adeptly
communicate the traditional motifs of medieval love poetry. In his
amorous verse, he demonstrates acute poetic skills writing in
apparent imitation of the school of his contemporaries, the socalled Siculo-Tuscans. The nineteenth-century scholars who
rediscovered Filippi, and who were also well versed in the
Romantic poetics of the age, wrote admiringly of his love poetry.
Vincenzo Federici, for instance, described his love poetry as the
genuine expressions of love and heartache.3 The other half of
Filippi’s poetic production, thirty sonnets, is written in the comic
style. In the latter compositions, like Rabelais and others in
subsequent centuries, the poet speaks of coarse sexual situations,
composes unflattering caricatures of his fellow Florentine citizens,
and slanders and castigates political enemies.

2

A version of this paper was presented at the American Association of Teachers
of Italian conference in Toronto, Canada, in November 2002. I would like to thank all
the participants of that session for their feedback. I would also like to thank in particular
Cynthia White, Van Watson, Jill Ricketts, Theodore Cachey, F. Regina Psaki, and the
editors and anonymous readers of Quidditas for their invaluable feedback during the
various stages of preparation of this article. Furthermore, some of the information about
the Vatican Urbinati 697 manuscript was derived in part from the microfilm copy held at
the Vatican Film Library, housed at the Pius XII Library of St. Louis University. I would
like to acknowledge the staff of the Vatican Film Library for its assistance.
3
Vincenzo Federici, Le rime di Rustico di Filippo rimatore fioentino del sec.
XIII (Bergamo: Arti Grafiche, 1889), xxvi.
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Those same Victorian scholars who valued Filippi’s love
poetry stood aghast at Rustico’s vivid portrayal of sexual and
scatological material. Francesco de Sanctis exclaimed that there
was barely a gleam of wit in Filippi’s comic sonnets. Vittorio Cian
regretted that Rustico squandered his talents on filth and baseness.4
Mario Apollonio concluded that the poet was a man of impulse,
not possessed of learning and culture.5 We should not cast
aspersions on the scholars of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, however. F. Regina Psaki notes that editing practices
still routinely remove outrageous elements from medieval texts.6
While contemporary readers live in an age that is more open to
sexual and bodily language, Filippi’s poetry contains misogynous
elements, which may still provoke hostile reactions similar to those
expressed by earlier scholars.
As suggested by the title of this paper, it is my intention to
analyze one such sonnet, which portrays a woman and her actions
in a particularly repugnant manner. I hope to demonstrate that
while the topos of misogyny may be distasteful—deliberately so,
in fact—it was motivated by important literary and cultural debates
during the last centuries of the Middle Ages. Since part of the
current discussion of Rustico’s poetry will analyze his relationship
to the broader culture, at times my language below runs the risk of
treating his age in a univocal fashion. Let me be clear that it not
my intention to suggest that the cultures of the Middle Ages and
Renaissance—nor, for that matter, any particular subcultures of
those centuries—thought or behaved in a monolithic way.
4
Francesco de Sanctis, History of Italian Literature, trs. Joan Redfern (New
York: Basic Books, 1959), 45; Vittorio Cian, La satira (Milan: Vallardi, 1929), 136.
5

Mario Appolonio, “ La realtà nova e Folgore,” Uomini e forme nella cultura
italiana celle origini (Florence: Sansoni, 1943), 284. See also Anthony K. Cassell, “An
Abandoned Canvas: Structural and moral Conflict in the Coraccio,” MLN, 89: 1 (1974),
61. Cassell notes that nineteenth-century scholars were similarly shocked by Giovanni
Boccaccio’s misogynistic work.
6
F. Regina Psaki, “The Modern Editor and Medieval ‘Misogyny’: Text Editing
and le Roman de Silence,” Arthuriana, 7:2 (1997), 84-6.
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Although I will speak from an overarching, global perspective, at
the same time I do not wish to gloss over the many unique voices
and viewpoints located within the various intellectual movements
treated below.
Understanding the relationship between the comic and
amorous styles in Rustico’s poetic production sheds some light on
his elaboration of traditional misogynistic motifs. Rustico’s two
types of sonnet, comic and amorous, reflect a split in styles in his
lyric production that is profound and goes far deeper than the mere
selection of thematics. Mario Marti notes that the very lexicon
differs between Rustico’s two types of lyrics; Filippi’s comic verse
is dominated by the lower linguistic register, while in his love
poetry he Tuscanizes the literary terminology of the preceding
Provençal and Sicilian poetic schools. There are no textual
indications, furthermore, that he intended his amorous poetry to be
an ironic parody. Marti gives an overarching definition of
Rustico’s lyric production as “two-headedness” (“bifrontismo”),7
an appellation that was repeated by Pier Vincenzo Mengaldo,8 and
later expanded upon by Giuseppe Marrani as “stylistic
schizophrenia, or better, two-headedness.”.9 Filippi simply seems
to excel at two fundamentally different styles, to the degree that
they seem to have been written by two different authors.
Filippi’s thirty comic sonnets have garnered him
considerable scholarly attention. Critics generally consider him to
be the initiator of the tradition of comic verse in Italian literature
because documents written by his contemporaries described him as
founding a new form of poetics; one such document shall be a

7

Mario Marti, Cultura e stile nei poeti giocosi del tempo di Dante (Pisa: NistriLischi, 1953), 45, 54.
8
9

Pier Vincenzo Mengaldo, ed., Sonetti (Turin: Einaudi, 1971), 11.

Giussepe Marrani, “I sonetti di Rustico Filippi, “ Studi di filogia italiana, 57
(1999), 33. Marrani describes Rustico’s style as: “la schizofrenia stilistica, o meglio il
bifrontismo.”
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focus of this paper.10 Rustico was not the first Italian author to
compose misogynistic lyrics in the vernacular, as that honor goes
to an anonymous Venetian poet who wrote a work over 755 verses
long.11 But, given his stature during his lifetime, Rustico appears
responsible for establishing antifeminist thematics within the
nascent comic movement. After Rustico, virtually all misogynistic
literature in Italian was written in the comic style. Comic
vernacular poetry, which has been alternately defined as
“burlesque,” “jocose,” or “comic-realist,”12 has been understood as
a phenomenon of the rising bourgeoisie of thirteenth-century
Italy.13 It was part of a pan-European literary movement, which
had its roots in the Latin poetry of the Middle Ages.14 Indeed,
similarly misogynistic lyrics are found in medieval Latin poetry.15
The major studies on jocose poetry authored by Vitale and
Marti, already cited in this discussion, elucidate the movement. At
the same time, though, they do not thoroughly explain Rustico’s
double-nature, nor do they address the fact that Rustico is not the
only medieval writer who demonstrates a similar split in outlook;
several decades after Rustico’s death, Giovanni Boccaccio, to
10

In addition to the Latin commentary to Francesco da Barberino’s Documenti
d’amore, discussed below, Brunetto Latini addresses the poem Favolello to Rustico and
asks him to send to an example of his “new poetry.” “Il Favolello,” in Il Tesoretto e il
Favolello (Strasburg: J. H. ed. Heitz, 1900), v. 149-153.
11

Information about the work, “Proverbia quae dicuntur super natura
feminarum” is derived from Gianfranco Contini’s edition, Poeti del duecento, v. 1 (Milan
and Naples: Ricciardi, 1960), 521-555.
12
Aldo Francesco Massèra labels it as “burlesque” (“burlesca”), Sonetti
burleschi e realistici dei primi due secoli (Bari: Laterza, 1940). Mario Marti calls it
“jocose” (“giocosa”) and Maurizio Vitale calls it “comic-realistic” (comico-realistica”),
Cultura e stile nei poeti giocosi del tempo de Dante (Pisa: Nistri-Lischi, 1953). Such
appellations are prevalent throughout the works of all three scholars.
13

Maurizio Vitale, Rimatori comico-realistic del Due e Trecento (Turin:
UTET, 1965), 28.
15

14
Marti, Cultura e stile, 1-18.
Carol Pascal, “Misoginia medievale,” Studi medievali, 2 (1906-07), 242-8.
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mention only one example, composed the antifeminist text Il
Corbaccio alongside numerous works of amorous literature.
Interest in the misogynistic topoi in the decades following
Rustico’s death cannot be explained away as the work of a series
of chauvinistic individuals. They may or may not have possessed
such beliefs: we cannot be certain. Another explanation is needed.
Perhaps one of the most useful texts for interpreting
Rustico Filippi’s stylistic choices is a Latin commentary on
Francesco da Barberino’s poem Documenti d’amore (c. 1317).
Written within two decades of Rustico’s death, the commentator
mentions Rustico and provides a brief description of his comic
works. While the actual passage about Rustico is quite succinct—
only one sentence—the overall context of the citation gives
insights into a medieval understanding of Rustico’s poetics. The
commentator attempts to justify the praise of women found in love
poetry. In an aside, the commentator then distances Rustico from
men who praise women, associating him, rather, with those who
speak ill of women:
Quid enim Rusticus barbutus et alij quidam, laudis ex
vituperiis per eos impintis contra dominas reportarunt[:]
vedeant quot et qui eorum super hiis scripta honorant.
How is it that Rustico Barbuto [Filippi’s nickname] and
certain others get praises from the slanders they imposed upon
women; let them see how many—and who—honor their
writings beyond themselves.16

The passage suggests that the commentator was familiar
with Rustico’s comic poetry. Rustico repeatedly engages in the
topos of vituperium, the exposure and castigation of the sins,
failings, and character weaknesses of other individuals.17 Yet the

16
The commentator of Francesco da Barberino is cited from Francesco Egidi’s
edition, I documenti d’amore, v. 1 (Milan: Archè, 1982), 90-1. The translation is mine
17

For example, in “Collui che pose nome al Macinella,” he speaks of an obese
man, Macinella, while in “Quando Dio messer Messerin fece” he denigrates the unsightly
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commentator does more than summarize Rustico’s verse in this
passage. By opposing praise, laus, to blame, vituperium, the
commentator carefully utilizes terminology of medieval literary
criticism, clearly indicating the way to read Rustico’s insulting
literature. Theoreticians frequently categorized comedy and
tragedy as polar opposites of one another; comedy speaks about
those referents that are excluded by tragedy.18 Starting with
Averroes in the history of medieval literary criticism, the two
terms of praise and blame corresponded to the two styles, tragedy
and comedy respectively.
According to Judson Boyce Allen, Averroes was credited
with defining tragedy as the art of praising, while comedy was the
art of blaming.19 In the passage above, the commentator recollects
the widespread duality of praise and blame by including both terms
in the description of Filippi’s verse (“laudis ex vituperiis”). By
characterizing Rustico’s poetry as vituperative, the commentator
furnishes a subtle critical assessment of Rustico’s style that a
medieval reader would have instantly recognized; in short, the
commentator classifies it as comic.
In the process, the
commentator either ignores, or is not aware of, Rustico’s
laudatory, amorous sonnets.
By calling Rustico a writer of comedies, the commentator
does not merely apply a stylistic label to the Florentine poet, but
also subtly suggests the moral underpinnings to Filippi’s style.
The two styles, comic and tragic, were interpreted in line with
morality during the Middle Ages. In the popularization of
Averroes’s theory, Hermann the German classified poetry as a
subset of ethics, and deduced that, therefore, its subject matter, too,

Messerin. Except as noted, Rustico’s poems are cited from Vincenzo Mengaldo’s
edition, Sonetti (Turin: Emaudi, 1971).
18
Paolo Orvieto and Luci Brestolini, La poesia comico-realistica: dalle origini
al Cinquecento (Rome: Carocci, 2000), 148.
19

Judson Boyce Allen, The Ethical Poetic of the Later Middle Ages: A
decorum of convenient distinction (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982), 19-20.
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must be ethical.20 In other words, Allen explains, the dichotomy of
praise / blame served a didactic function.21
Interpreting the didacticism inherent to all poetry is not
exclusive to the European reception of Averroistic thought.
Throughout the Middle Ages, literary treatises—including
summaries of their ideas found in commentaries and
encyclopedias—explained that both tragic and comic authors filled
the moral purpose of praising the virtuous or of condemning the
sinful.22 Matthew of Vendôme, for example, stressed that the
authors’ ethical responsibility could be found in the portrayal of
individuals.23 If characters were portrayed positively, Matthew
wrote, then the readers should admire their virtues; if characters
were drawn negatively then the readers should recognize and reject
their vices.
John Dagenais asserts that medieval comic texts placed an
extra-textual expectation upon the reader. Although not frequently
spelled out, the expectation existed that readers would possess a
common background in Christian ethics and judge the texts
accordingly; as Dagenais puts it, authors “required the reader to
take a stand about what he or she read.”24 Martha Bayless also
stresses that medieval comedies served a moral function; in they
distanced the readers from the worldly order, reminding people

20

Allen, The Ethical Poetic, 18.

21

Allen, “Hermann the German’s Averroistic Aristotle and medieval Poetic
Theory,” Mosaic, 9 (1976), 68.
22
Zygmunt G. Baranski, “’Tres enim sunt manerie dicendi . . .’: Some
Observations on Medieval Literature, ‘Genre,’ and Dante,”
The Italianist, 15:
supplement (1995), 43.
23

Matthew of Vendôme is cited from Aubrey E. Galyon’s translation, The Art
of Versification (Ames: Iowa State UP, 1980), book I, paragraph 59.
24
John Dagenais, The Ethics of Reading in Manuscript Culture: Glossing the
Libro de buen amor (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994), xvii.
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that heaven represented the true order.25 In short, vituperium not
only denigrated other individuals, but also implicitly charged the
readers to identify the vices of those persons, reject their sins, and
turn away from such sins in their own lives.
In calling Rustico a vituperator of women, the commentator
portrays accurately, if reductively, Rustico’s poetic production. In
some of his comic poetry, Filippi decries female misbehaviors. In
“Io fo ben boto a Dio: se Ghigo fosse,” and “Se tu sia lieto di
madonna Tana,” for instance, he holds a wife’s marital infidelity
up to ridicule. In sonnets such as these, it is not difficult to discern
Filippi’s moral intents; even though Rustico does not explicitly
express any indignation at the women’s actions, the reader can
easily apply to them the Christian repudiation of sexuality.
Yet one sonnet in particular warrants close examination in
the light of the commentator’s statements. While fifty-eight of
Rustico’s sonnets are found in the thirteenth-century compendium
Vatican Latin 3793, one appears elsewhere, in the fifteenth-century
codex Vatican Urbinati 697.
Before continuing, the editorial treatment of the poem
should be discussed. Only two editors, Vincenzo Federici and
Giuseppe Marrani, include it in Rustico’s corpus; both question its
ascription to Rustico, and separate it from his other works.26
Giving primacy to the lyrics of the thirteenth-century manuscript,
the other editors omit it entirely, not even including it in an
appendix, and claim the manuscript is unreliable.27 Aldo Massèra
and Maurizio Vitale provide no additional explanation for their
decision to omit the sonnet. Mario Marti goes further, describing it
as “filthy and highly incorrect [i.e., textually corrupt].”28
25
Martha Bayless, Parody in the Middle Ages: The Latin Tradition (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996), 203.
26

Vincenzo Federici, xli and Giuseppe Marrani, 186-187.

27

Massèra, 320-323; Vitale, 103-107; Mengaldo, 17-18.

28
Mario Marti, I poeti giocosi del tempo di Dante (Milan: Rizzoli, 1956), 31,
describes the sonnet as: “lercio e scorrettissimo.”
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Though there are textual problems with the sonnet, the
complete rejection of it as Filippi’s is, in my opinion, unwarranted.
My opinion is based upon two factors. First, it has been well
established that the more authoritative thirteenth-century
manuscript, Vatican Latin 3793, is missing folios precisely in the
section dedicated to Rustico’s poetry.29 Thus, no reason exists to
presume that the poetic corpus therein is integral. Second, the
fifteenth-century source manuscript, Vatican Urbinati 697, clearly
attributes the sonnet to “Rustico Barbuto” (f. 68r), referring to both
the writer’s name and nickname. The ascription of the sonnet
leaves little doubt that the scribes, at least, believed it to be
Filippi’s. This discussion is not intended to suggest that the sonnet
be treated conclusively as Rustico’s, but only that it should no
longer be discounted out of hand. Yet even should the attribution
of the lyric be proven to be spurious, close analysis of the poem
can reveal important insights about Rustico’s literature. Indeed, as
shall be seen below, examination of the poem will illuminate
various aspects about the general topos of the castigation of female
vice in the Italian Middle Ages and Renaissance.
Interestingly, the fifteenth-century scribe of Vatican
Urbinati 697 refers to the poet in a manner consistent with the
early fourteenth-century commentary on Francesco da Barberino.
In the major collection of Filippi’s sonnets, Vatican Latin 3793, the
author is identified as “Rustico Filippi” (ff. 141r; 160r) or, in the
compositions that follow the initial attribution, “Rustico
medesimo” (“the same Rustico”) (ff. 160r-171v).30 That the scribe
of the codex containing this sonnet, Vatican Urbinati 697, and the
commentator of da Barberino’s poem call him “Rustico Barbuto”
and “Rusticus Barbutus” respectively, suggests a connection
between the two texts. Both sources refer to the poet’s name and
nickname. Too much should not be made of the similarity in
29

Olivia Holmes, Assembling the Lyric Self: Authorship from Troubadour
Song to Italian Poetry Book,” Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 81.
30
Information about Vatican Latin 3793 is derived from Francesco Egidi’s
diplomatic edition, Il libro de varie romanze volgare. Cod. Vat. 3793 (Rome: Presso la
Società, 1907).
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attributions, as it is tenuous and distant, and most likely
coincidental. The ascription to the poet “Rustico Barbuto” is not
the only characteristic that associates the sonnet to the
commentary, however. In his sonnet, Filippi portrays the woman
in a highly distasteful manner, similar to the castigation of women
decried by the commentator. The sonnet reads:
Vogliendo contentarmi di composte,
la dona mia si tolse la cispa d’ochi:
erave manti e zimizi e pidochi,
e rogna, schianze di tign’a le coste.
E poscia, tosto che foron riposte
in sella, ov’è anche di merda rochi,
mignate e vermi colse per finochi,
e sì ne puose bene in cento poste.
Quando le cose furono assettate,
vi fece su uersare una postema,
e piscio puzolente una bigonça,
e ricetar tre dì còlora e rema;
poi disce: “mangia de le composte”; aconcia
mochi e scarca, sì di gra’ van salate.”31
Desiring to please me with a stew, my lady pulled the rheum
from her eyes; there were also so many bedbugs and lice, and
scabies and ringworm scabs on her eyelids. And then, when
these things were placed on the toilet seat, where there are also
morsels of shit, she gathered bloodsuckers and worms like
fennels and put them in a hundred plates. When the
31

Cited from Marrani’s edition. Vincenzo Federici provided a different reading
of the sonnet, which more closely follows that found in the manuscript. Comparison of
the two versions will highlight the difficulties of interpreting this sonnet. The version
found in Federici’s edition reads: “Vogliendo contentarla di composte,/ la donna mia si
tolse la cispa d’ochi:/ eraue manti e çimiçi e pidochi,/ e rogna, schiance di tign’a le coste./
E poscia, tosto che foson riposte/ in sella, dov’è anche di merda rochi,/ mignate e vermi
colse per finochi,/ e sì ne puose bene in cento poste./ E quando le cose furono assentite,/
vi fece su uersare una postema,/ e piscio puçolente una bigonça,/ E ricetar tre dì chòlora e
rema;/ poi discie: “mangia de le composte; aconcia/ “mochi e scarcha, sì di gra’
vasallaci.”
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ingredients were prepared, she poured over them a cesspool
and a bucket of piss, and she gathered three days’ worth of
bile and catarrh, and she said: “eat this stew”; then she
arranged snot and waste, for they too should be seasoned in
such a manner.32

At first blush, it is difficult to distinguish any particular
motivation for this sonnet, ethical or otherwise. Unlike Rustico’s
other lyrics, which deal with certain misdeeds, this one denigrates
a woman without reference to her sins. In fact, he does not overtly
mention her vices nor does he represent her sinful actions. He
simply describes her in an extremely revolting manner. When his
lady wants to please him, he writes simply, she serves him a vile
stew of bodily waste, parasites, and vermin, covered with a sauce
of urine and other bodily fluids. Rustico portrays her preparing
repulsive food for him by sloughing waste products off her body.
In some respects, this sonnet needs no further explanation beyond
the recognition of its style. Medieval literary theorists described
comedies stylistically, defining their lexicon and expressions as
humble, quotidian and homely; they could use the spoken language
of everyday people. Furthermore, the theorists allowed for the
aesthetics of repulsiveness (feditas), promoting even the use of
scatological and sexual terminology (obscenitas)33.
When viewed from a stylistic perspective, this sonnet
represents a compendium of comic language. It talks of bodily
matters, and uses coarse lexemes while caricaturing another
individual. One of Rustico’s literary aims, it should be noted, was
the establishment of a comic style in Italian literature. According
to Vittorio Russo, Rustico hoped to formalize obscene and realistic
thematics within Italian literature.34 This sonnet certainly accords
32

The translation is mine.

33

Rosella d’Alfonso, “‘Comico’ e ‘commedia’: Appunti sul titolo del poema
dantesca.” Filologia e critica, 7 (1982), 19.
34
Vittorio Russo, “’Verba obscene’ e comico: Rustico Filippi,” Filologia e
critica, 5: 2-3 (1980), 172.
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with Russo’s view of Filippi’s literary intentions. The sonnet,
therefore, can be accurately interpreted as the accumulation of
comic expressions and terminology as sanctioned by medieval
literary theory. It constitutes the exercise of an artist hoping to
found a theoretically possible, but not yet actualized poetics in the
Italian vernacular, a poetics of comedy. But art, even the literature
of repugnance, was not just for art’s sake. This sonnet, precisely
because of its offensiveness, implicitly promotes ethics in a
manner consistent with the medieval theories of literature.
The ethical concerns underlying Filippi’s poem come to the
fore when we turn back to the greater context of the passage
commenting on Francesco da Barberino’s poetry. By returning to
that commentary, I am not suggesting that it was composed
specifically for the sonnet under examination, only that it provides
invaluable clues to the interpretation of lyrics such as this. The
commentator does not merely mention Rustico in passing, but
contrasts him to those poets who praise their beloved ladies. Prior
to his citation of Rustico, the commentator attempted to justify the
proper praise of women, and by extension, love poetry in general.
The commentator discussed the ethical dimension of praising
women and contrasted the literary practice to a dictum of Saint
Augustine. Although frequently cited as one of the initiators of the
medieval topos of the reprehension of women, Augustine’s
personal and intellectual views of women were far more complex
than that of simple denigration.35
Yet the purpose of the current discussion is not to ascertain
the saint’s actual views of women, but rather, to understand the
significations ascribed to him by the commentator of Francesco da
Barberino and others of his time. Augustine claimed, the
commentator writes, that the only appropriate conversation with
women is that of chastising their sins.36 The Augustinian citation
35
E. Ann Matter, gen. ed., “Women,” in Augustine through the Ages: An
Encyclopedia (Grand Rapids and Cambridge: William B. Eerdsmans, 1999), 887-9.
36
The commentator writes: “contra quem est Augustinus scilicet quod nunquam
cum eis aliter debemus loqui quam aspere” (v. 1, p. 90).
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is consonant with many other such statements made by the Church
Fathers. R. Howard Bloch notes that during the early centuries of
Christianity, the Church Fathers needed to enforce monastic
celibacy; many did so by enumerating women’s perceived faults.
James A. Brundage speaks of the general condemnation of
sexuality among early Christian thinkers, claiming that “the horror
of sex was not a peculiar aberration of a few eccentrics among the
fathers of the Church.”37 Katharina Wilson and Elizabeth
Makowski study the long tradition of texts that attempt to dissuade
men from marrying or loving women, and label it as
“misogamous.”38 It is precisely the tradition of misogamy that the
commentator must argue against in order to justify love literature.
Given the authoritative nature of many misogamous texts,
even as late as the thirteenth century, people who did not look
favorably on love or marriage defined, to a degree, much of
traditional medieval Christianity. When the literature of love
developed during the eleventh and twelfth centuries, not all
quarters of medieval culture smiled upon it. In the 1960s, D. W.
Robertson proposed a reading of Andreas Capellanus’s De arte
honeste amandi as a conservative reaction against the innovative
literature of love; it was not, Robertson maintained, a
straightforward treatise on how to love properly, but rather a
parody of love conventions.39 Love literature, Alexander Joseph
Denomy writes, was at variance with the Christian teaching and
morality. Denomy claims that it is “impossible to reconcile the
tenets of Courtly Love with the commandments of God, with the
37
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Divine Will as interpreted by Saint Paul, with the teaching of
Christ and of His Church.”40 In short, the commentator apparently
cites Saint Augustine as emblematic of certain conservative
elements in his culture, which rejected the cultural innovation of
love literature.
Given the proximity of the citation of Augustine to the
reference to Rustico, furthermore, it seems clear that the
commentator interprets Filippi’s poetry as an example of the
castigation of women’s vices that the saint promoted. The
assertion ascribed to Augustine also falls in line with the ethics
underlying the comic style. Matthew of Vendôme, for instance,
composed an example of a comic text with a misogamous intent.
In his literary treatise, he provides several sample descriptions, the
final one of which is a portrait of the ugly hag Beroe (Book I,
paragraph 58). He depicts her bodily excretions, the sores on her
skin, and the parasites that live on her flesh. In his portrayal,
Matthew deliberately causes his readers to feel repulsion at the
description of Beroe. As in Rustico’s sonnet, the intended readerreaction to Matthew of Vendôme’s description encapsulates the
moral purposes of the author: not only do we feel repulsion, but
our repulsion should cause us to reject the sinfulness implicit to the
woman. The commentator’s citation conforms to the morality of
comic descriptions prescribed by Matthew of Vendôme, who
viewed negative portrayals as a means to dissuade people from
vice. The only way that the passage attributed to Augustine differs
from Matthew’s literary treatise is that the saint specifies that men
should only make such derisive statements of women. Otherwise,
both Matthew and Augustine appear in agreement that derision
constitutes a socially acceptable way to define and chastise
inappropriate behaviors.
Rustico’s sonnet, therefore, is not unique in portraying a
woman as hideous. Rather, such a presentation was a topos of
misogamous writings during the Middle Ages. As Katharina
40
Alexander Joseph Denomy, The Heresy of Courtly Love (New York:
Macmillan, 1947), 19, 27.

Fabian Alfie

58

Rogers states, “[i]n an effort to nullify [women’s] pernicious
influence, [Church fathers] repeatedly insisted that the female body
is not really an attractive object, but a vessel of filth.” Saint John
Chrysostom, for instance, explained that women are full of
uncleanness, and compared a comely woman to a rag covered in
sputum.41
Ralph Hanna III and Traugott Lawler describe another text
of the misogamous tradition, Saint Jerome’s Adversus Jovinianum,
as possibly “the most influential piece of antifeminist writings of
the Middle Ages.”42 Jerome writes that there is nothing uglier than
loving one’s wife adulterously.43 Jerome then engages in a
veritable litany of women’s faults. While it is possible that Jerome
intended Adversus Jovinianum as satiric, it also appears that his
text was interpreted literally by many readers of the Middle
Ages.44
In another misogamous text, John Bromyard draws the
analogy between a woman and a painted tombstone, which is
attractive on the outside but conceals a rotting corpse within
itself.45. Another medieval author, Walter Map, explains that even
loving an optimal woman will result in the fear of bitterness, and
frequent misfortunes.46
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Regarding the writings of the various religious thinkers,
Katharina Rogers notes, “abhorrence of sex leads to abhorrence of
the sex object”—that is, to the abhorrence of women.47 Since it
functions to dissuade men from both loving and marrying, the
topos of the denigration of women in the Middle Ages forms an
intrinsic component of misogamous literature. By the thirteenth
century, a long tradition of misogynistic, or misogamous, texts
existed, and a medieval reader of Rustico’s poem would have
recognized the numerous echoes of that tradition in his sonnet.
The poem’s intertextuality with such authoritative writings might
have cued in the readers to its proper interpretation: this sonnet,
too, participates in the misogamous tradition in some fashion.
Misogamous literature was not only a means to enforce
celibacy of monastic brothers, however. The descriptions of
women as offensive beings also appeared within the medieval
discourses of love. As Millicent Marcus notes, antifeminism was
an ideological stance that pervaded many of the discourses of the
Middle Ages (26)48. In book three of the treatise De arte honeste
amandi, Andreas Capellanus repeats many of the traditional
slanders of women in the attempt to dissuade his intended reader,
Walter, from engaging in all the behaviors of love spelled out in
the previous two books of the work. But Capellanus was not alone
in utilizing misogyny to dissuade lovers. In the treatises on
lovesickness, one of the prescribed cures was to situate the lover in
the presence of an old woman who speaks ill of the beloved. For
example, in his glosses on Constantine’s Viaticum, Gerard of Berry
states openly: “In this, moreover, the counsel of old women is very
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useful, who may relate many disparagements and the stinking
dispositions of the desired thing.”49
Other treatises on lovesickness stress that the mere
presence of an old woman might cure the lover’s malady. The
hope was that by viewing the elderly woman, the lover would
cease contemplating on the beautiful, beloved lady.50 In fact, one
possible treatment of lovesickness was to imagine the woman’s
eventual old age. For example, in De nuptiis, Hugh of Fouilloy
rhetorically asks why a man should ever love a woman—either she
will die young, causing him grief, or she will age and grow ugly.51
The portion of the Roman de la Rose dedicated to the discourse of
the old woman (“La Vieille”), furthermore, can be interpreted in a
similar manner of dissuading men from loving. By the end of the
thirteenth century, therefore, the representation of women as
hideous had already become a literary commonplace, with the
implicit purpose of discouraging passion between the sexes.
When reading a sonnet written in thirteenth-century Italy,
moreover, the topic of love should be foremost in the reader’s
mind. According to Joan Levin, prior to Rustico’s generation, the
sonnet was used exclusively for amorous subject matters; in fact,
Rustico was responsible for expanding the acceptable topics for the
sonnet form.52 In this sonnet, Filippi appropriates a poetic form
formerly dedicated exclusively to amorous thematics as a vehicle
to convey misogamous material. Thus, Rustico’s sonnet can be
read as a compendium of women’s offensiveness written with the
intention of causing men to fall out of love. It may be, in other
49
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words, a type of remedium amoris or dissuasio amoris. In effect,
to love a woman, to make a carnal and sensual being the ruler of
one’s soul, Rustico seems to say in this sonnet, is like being forced
to eat filth. It is a reversal of the correct social and spiritual order
of things. His readers should know that men ought to be chaste,
and not subject to bodily desires for women nor subject to the
those carnal entities, women themselves.
It would be a mistake, however, to interpret Filippi’s sonnet
exclusively as a reaction against encomiastic love literature.
Instead, the rejection of women was simply one part of a greater
cultural inducement to reject the flesh entirely.53 The social
relationship between men and women was said to mirror that of the
spirit to the flesh;54 male was supposed to rule over female, just as
the soul ruled over the body. Numerous theologians throughout
the Middle Ages affiliated woman with the body, while man was
considered analogous to spirit. In his writings, for instance, Saint
Augustine explained that since Adam was created in the image of
God (spirit), and since Eve was created in the image of Adam
(flesh), Eve represented the body while Adam stood for the soul.55
Rustico’s sonnet seems to share in the ideological
connection of woman to flesh. In his poem, the repulsive
concoction is composed strictly of elements that originated inside
of, or off the surface of, her flesh; she is trying to feed him the
unclean by-products of a human body. In his sonnet, he reduces
the woman to a purely physical entity, a body, and then describes
that body as simply the producer of excrement and as sustenance
53

Bloch, 70.

54
Joan Cadden, Meanings of Sex Difference in the Middle Ages: Medicine,
Science, and Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 191; Rosemary
Radford Reuther, “Misogynism and Virginal Feminism in the Fathers of the Church,” in
Religion and Sexism: Images of Woman in the Jewish and Christian Traditions, ed.,
Rosemary Radford Ruether( New York: Simon and Schuster, 1974), 163; Caroline W.
Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on Gender and the Human Body in
Medieval Religion (New York: Zone Books, 1991), 151.
55

d’Alverny, 120, 156.

Fabian Alfie

62

for parasites. Since he portrays the woman in a repulsive manner
and he equates her with the flesh, Rustico most probably intended
his sonnet to be read in the light of the misogamous tradition in the
broadest sense. That is, he hoped that the readers’ disgust would
induce them to turn away from sexual attraction towards women,
and subsequently to reject all the pleasures of the flesh. The
dynamics of gender in this sonnet conceal a deeper, and for most
medieval thinkers, more important dynamic—that of the proper
relationship of the spiritual to the physical.56
The relationship between the male poet and female beloved
correspond to the relationship between soul and flesh in the psyche
of the unrepentant: for the soul to embrace the flesh and corporeal
existence is to take into one’s innermost being the uncleanness of
the material world. In this respect, Filippi’s sonnet apparently
parallels a passage from the Gospel of Matthew, where Christ
explains that eating with unwashed hands does not make someone
impure. Impurity is not derived from that which enters the mouth
because actual dirt simply ends up in the stomach; instead, the filth
that comes out of someone’s mouth—spiritual filth such as evil
thoughts, adultery and sexual immorality—cause a person to be
polluted (Matthew 15: 10-20). Through its sinful impulses the
body, allegorized as the woman in the sonnet, serves up to the soul,
personified by the male poet-subject, a plate of excrement and
waste. Rustico tacitly poses the question to the readers: will you
accept or reject such repast?
For decades, scholars have recognized misogyny, like that
expressed by Filippi, as a topos of jocose poetry. Yet they have
not explained its raison d’être beyond that of making recourse to
literary history; the poets wrote about it, the critics seem to imply,
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because comic authors had always written about it.57 Such a
scholarly view, in short, locates the true literary meanings of such
topoi at the origins of the literary tradition, and positions writers of
later generations as unconsciously reiterating their forebears.
Maurizio Vitale explores the question slightly more deeply,
drawing a connection between misogynistic motifs and the
religious preaching of the age.58 None of the scholars, however,
has raised the fundamental question of why jocose poets such as
Rustico, would write verse denigrating to women, of why they
would compose misogamous texts at all.
The question is particularly pertinent in the case of Filippi,
for he was not only the initiator of Italian comic literature but also
an adherent of love poetry. It should be stressed that misogynistic
topoi were not coincidental to the Italian literature of the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries. Dante capitalizes on the traditional motif
of misogyny in portions of the Divine Comedy (e.g., Purgatorio
XVI and XXIII), and he emphasizes the sexual sins of the female
souls condemned to hell.59 Comic poets in the fourteenth century,
like Pietro de’ Faitinelli, Pieraccio Tedaldi, Adriano de’ Rossi, and
in the fifteenth century, Giovan Matteo di Meglio and il
Burchiello, to name only a few, all wrote poems describing
women’s horrible natures.60 Indeed, one of the masters of Italian
literature, Giovanni Boccaccio, composed a long prose work, Il
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Corbaccio, which similarly falls into the parameters of misogamy /
misogyny.61
Nor were misogynistic subject matters limited to the
literature of Italy; instead, it pervaded much of the literature of
Europe during the Middle Ages. The point of this discussion,
albeit a highly cursory overview, is that the denigration of women
is not a motif outside the mainstream of medieval literature
throughout Europe. Yet a striking characteristic of the literature of
misogyny / misogamy is its lack of inventiveness. The authors
repeat the same centuries-old slanders of women frequently with
little or no innovation on the subject matter.62 Therefore, as the
conclusion of my paper, I will examine Rustico’s selection of
misogynous topoi, and in the process address, admittedly in a
perfunctory fashion, the general question about the existence and,
more importantly, the persistence of antifeminist topoi in medieval
literature. In my opinion, the two issues are linked because
Rustico clearly shares similar authorial intentions of many of the
comic poets of the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
61
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An answer to the question of the rationale for misogamous
vernacular literature is suggested in the subtext to the commentary
to Francesco da Barberino’s poem Documenti d’amore. In the
sentence immediately following the above citation of Augustine,
the commentator performs a novel interpretation of the saint. He
claims that when Augustine proscribed conversation between men
and women, he was speaking only of those men who loved women
carnally, but not those who loved spiritually.63 By interpreting
Augustine in such a manner, the commentator endeavors to employ
the saint’s authority to distinguish between love and lust. The
commentator’s statement is surprising given the fact many writings
of the Church Fathers and some conservative members of the
Catholic hierarchy did not recognize such a distinction. By trying
to differentiate between love and lust in Augustine’s writings, the
commentator can then argue that love literature is not at odds with
Christian Orthodoxy, but instead conforms to it. To wit, by
claiming that amorous literature agrees with—rather than clashes
with—predominant religious teachings, the commentator is
attempting to establish the authoritative sanction for love literature.
As the commentator’s disquisition progresses, he proudly
proclaims that he has reconciled the two cultural impulses, writing
that Augustine would agree with his opinion that spiritual love is
not identical to carnal lust.64
In the passage under discussion, the commentator’s effort
to reconcile love literature and ecclesiastical authorities is quite
remarkable because it belies a certain cultural anxiety regarding
the proper relationship between love literature and Christianity.
The rejection of love literature by many churchmen placed
vernacular writers on the proverbial horns of a dilemma.
Presumably, most such authors viewed themselves as good
Christians; at the same time, however, they were adherents of a
63
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general movement, vernacular literature, which developed as a
means to disseminate love literature. As Dante explains in the Vita
Nuova:
E lo primo che cominciò a dire sì come poeta volgare, si
mosse però che volle fare intendere le sue parole a donna, a la
quale era malagevole d’intendere li versi latini (XXV, 6).
The first poet to begin writing in the vernacular was moved to
do so by a desire to make his words understandable to ladies
who found Latin verses difficult to comprehend .65

To be sure, Dante presents a simplified version of the
multitude of historical factors that gave rise to vernacular
literature. Nonetheless, his explanation underscores the belief at
the time that vernacular literature developed in lay contexts
alongside love poetry. Indeed, the topoi of love all but justified the
writing of literature in the vernacular. While this is not the place to
prove such a broad assertion, it is my belief that many writers who
excelled at love literature faced, to borrow a term from
contemporary psychology, an instance of cognitive dissonance, the
anxiety provoked by adhering to two contradictory beliefs and the
desire to bring those beliefs into agreement.
As seen above, numerous church authorities taught that
interactions between the sexes were fraught with sin, while
vernacular poets wrote almost exclusively of love. Thus, when
Dante makes Beatrice into a symbol for the transcendent in the
Vita Nuova, or when Petrarch speaks of Laura as a sinful
distraction from God in the Canzoniere, to mention only two
exalted cases, both can be viewed as the attempts by two great
thinkers to reconcile two incompatible belief-systems—that of a
particular type of orthodox Christianity on the one hand, and of
vernacular love literature on the other. It should be recalled,
furthermore, that the publisher of the princeps edition of Dante’s
65
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Vita Nuova, Bartolomeo Sermartelli, during the height of the
Catholic Counter Reformation, was required to bowdlerize the text
by removing all the metaphors of the divinity of Beatrice.66 While
the culture of the Counter Reformation was overweeningly
interested in the establishment and enforcement of orthodoxy than
was the society of the Middle Ages, the editorial treatment of
Dante’s libello in the seventeenth century elucidates in part the
discussion at hand. Madison A. Sowell claims that Dante based
his poetics on the amalgamation of two disparate vocabularies,
namely erotic and spiritual lexicons, thereby re-contextualizing
amatory language to speak of the soul’s yearning for the divine.67
But even several centuries after his death, Dante’s unique fusion of
love literature and Christianity was still radical and treated as
suspect.
In conclusion, I believe that the cultural division between
those who embraced love literature and all that it implied, and
strains of conservative Christianity with their traditional rejection
of sexuality (and by extension, women), may explain Rustico’s
innovation of misogamous/misogynous writings in Italian
vernacular literature. I assert that in medieval Italian literature,
misogyny probably had very little to do with women per se,
despite the apparently paradoxical nature of such a statement. I
maintain that the topos of the denigration of women evolved in
Italian poetry as a symptom of a larger cultural debate about the
propriety and sanction of the writing of love literature.
This is not to say that such literature had no impact on the
real-life experiences of women, but that the practical applications
of such poetry were, at best, secondary intentions. The primarily
purpose, I believe, was to debate the ever growing and increasingly
popular literature in the vernacular. One text written outside the
context of medieval Italy appears to validate my opinion. In the
66
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prologue to the Legend of Good Women, Geoffrey Chaucer
explains that he undertook to write of honorable women to
counteract the misogyny inherent to Troilus and Criseyde and of
the Roman de la Rose. Venus appears to the poet in a vision and
charges him with enumerating the examples of upstanding women:
Thou hast translated the Romaunce of the Rose,
that is an heresye ayeins my lawe,
and makest wise folk fro me withdrawe;
and of Creseyde thou hast seyd as the lyste,
that maketh men to wommen lasse triste.68

Chaucer’s text implicitly confirms the contrast of, on the
one hand, misogamy, and on the other, love literature as
personified by Venus. The goddess of love requires that the poet
now make amends for his previous misogynistic works; he must do
so through literature of praise, such as that defended by the
commentator to Francesco da Barberino. Misogynistic texts like
the sonnet under examination only become comprehensible when
counterpoised to the love lyrics predominant in the Middle Ages;
their fundamental purpose was to offer a contradictory opinion on
the elogium of women.
Due to the moral—and occasionally moralistic—nature of
comedies,69 comic poets such as Rustico wrote misogynistic texts
to problematize the amorous tradition. Filippi wrote love poems,
but he was also aware of the theological and moral difficulties of
doing so; that, to a certain degree, explains his “two-headedness.”
As an author, Filippi wrote in all the available styles, but he was
also a learned individual and therefore he knew of the many
ecclesiastical objections to his art. Scholars have recognized for
decades that other poets of the Italian comic tradition, such as
68
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Cecco Angiolieri, positioned themselves against literary
developments such as the dolce stil nuovo.70
The works that insult and denigrate women should be read
in a similar manner. Texts such as these constitute documents of a
cultural debate about literature, and about love literature in
particular. Rustico employs the sonnet, a poetic form that
heretofore had been used strictly to treat amorous material, as a
means to discuss the horrible nature of women. In so doing, he
forces his readers to accept the authoritative nature of his
description of the woman—following as he does the misogynistic
language of authorities like Augustine and Jerome, among many
others—which is now placed in the context of love poetry. Which,
he tacitly asks, is the correct portrayal of the woman: the
encomium of amorous verse, or the denigration of those monastic
Church Fathers? And if one accepted the judgment of the Church
Fathers, then how, such poetry implicitly ponders, could love
literature be justified?
Nor should the codicological context of misogynous poetry
be overlooked. All of Filippi’s sonnets appear in larger manuscript
compendia of vernacular love poetry. The misogynous verse
stands out in harsh contrast to the more general attitude therein of
the praise of women.71 Indeed, one possible interpretation of
medieval misogynous literature is precisely as a corrective to the
general tendency of vernacular manuscripts toward love lyrics.
While I have discussed Filippi in particular in this paper, I hold
that my findings can be applied to many of the vernacular poets
who partake of misogynistic topoi. The long-standing persistence
70
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of this motif demonstrates that the question of the appropriateness
of love literature was to remain unresolved into fifteenth-century
Italian literature and beyond.72
I believe that Rustico’s
misogynist/misogamous literature is among the first attempts by
Italian poets to highlight the conflict between the different
teachings of conservative medieval Christianity and amorous
writings. It comprises the posing of a difficult question, which,
they hope, someone will adequately answer.
Nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars, doubtless for a
myriad of reasons, have historically avoided the topos of
misogyny. But the avoidance of this topic has performed a
disservice for medieval literary criticism. The poetics of the
Romantic Movement normalized the notion that poets would write
of their intimate emotions. Post-Romantic readers, including the
Victorian scholars who rediscovered many medieval texts and
wrote the earliest studies on them, certainly accepted
unquestioningly much of the Romantic literary ideology. Many
such ideas are still prevalent to this day.
Few contemporary readers would find anything amiss in
writers singing of their loves, exalting their beloved ladies, and of
comparing passion to divine caritas.73 Analysis of misogynistic
poetics, however, casts medieval amorous literature in a sharply
different light. Love poetry was anything but normal and accepted.
Rather, it was shockingly new and not necessarily in conformity
with the predominant ideologies of the Middle Ages. By writing
of misogyny/misogamy, Rustico Filippi and his ilk, far from being
radicals speaking from the fringes, co-opted the authoritative and
socially sanctioned positions in questioning new cultural
developments. Theirs were not the pathological voices of cranky
curmudgeons; rather, they spoke alongside the voices of orthodoxy
against the dubious innovation of love literature.
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For a discussion of the topos of misogyny in sixteenth-century Italian
literature, see Orvieto and Brestolinii, “Chi dice donna dice danno,” chapter 13 of La
poesia comico-realistica.
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For a reading of Dante’s Vita Nuova as associating erotic love and divine
caritas, see Mark Musa’s translation.

